Rajendra Chola's Oversea Expedition and the Historiography involved 
in interpreting the Tanjore inscriptions 


Introduction During 1950s itself, too much emphasis 
of Indian influence of SEA countries given through the 
expressions like ‘Greater India’, “Hindu colonies’ 
"Hindu-Javanese monuments” had been questioned 
by the western scholars[1} cautioning the ‘nationalistic 
historiography” of Indian scholars Even historians B 
Ch Chhabra, R C Majumdar H B Sarkar, K A, 
Nilakanta Sastri were accused of for such Indian bias / 
India-centric approach|2] exhibited in their history 
writing The ‘Pre-Angkorian” interpretation of art and 
architecture also started during the same period 
emphasizing the independent development, later 
superimposed by the Indian influence in the 11!- 
12° centuries[3] The Sri Vijaya historiography also 
haunted them in identifying the location of the 
Kingdom and its role in the SEA region in the context 
of trade and relations with the Chinese and Indian 
counterparts Thus, the economic and commercial 
interpretation of medieval history relegated the cultural 
| interpretation to be dubbed as ‘nationalistic’ 
| However, the questioning of interpretation of historical 
I facts based on the historical evidences appears to be 
intriguing, as that attitude also appears to be 
excessive, extreme and unwarranted. Accordingly, the 
alleged overseas expedition of Rajendra Chola is 
reconsidered in a comprehensive study 


The Indian movement to SEA had been steady or 
in waves from different places at different times? 


George Coedes, H G Quartich Wales, Reginald le 
May, O W. Wolters, R C Majumdar, K A. Nilakanta 
Sastri and host of others have brought out the facts of 
| Indian influence during the 1940-60 period with their 
excavation and research works. Then, in 1960-70 
Period, the ‘Indian / Hindu” period was resented and 
| opposed by the scholars, particularly, the west and 
|Tesearch and interpretation turned towards a “pre- 
| Ankorian, pre-Siamese." domain With Universities 
| starting up at the Capitals of the SEA countries, “pre- 
|Islamic_." studies have also been started In fact, 
instead of a steady movement of Indians coming to 
|SEA countries, ‘waves" hypothesis was also 
|suggested by Quartich Wales[4], though opposed by 
Nilakanta Sastri[5] Quartich Wales clarified that the 
|movements developed at different times and places 
€9, South India and Bengal After independence, 
these hypotheses were floated following the theory of 
“nation-state”, ‘nation-country’ formation hypotheses 
2NG theories applied to Indian context However, more 
2nd more archaeological evidences coming up have 
been tuming towards India only. The Bujang Valley 
|Civilization excavations have revealed many science 
land technological aspects of manufacture of 
(Ceramics, glass, iron and alloys and bronzes of the 
edieval period 
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How the “Overseas expedition” history started 
and developed The oversea expedition of Rajendra 
Chola affected many scholars and they got divided in 
interpreting and accepting the Tanjore inscriotions 
The inscriptions based study showed that Rajendra 
(1012-1844 CE) could have started his overseas 
expedition only from the eastern coasta! areas 
Specifically, the ports of Hindustan extending from 
Kanyakumari to Bengal, Andaman-Nicobar and 
Burma Thus, the researchers concluded that his fleet 
passing through Andaman-Nicobar and Ceylon 
teaching the SEA destinations had been the 
feasonable possibility George Coedes (1866-1969) 
was the first researcher to study end identify the 
places mentioned in the Rajendra Chola 
inscriptions[6] The inscriptions containing the 
overseas expedition was first recovered anc published 
by EJ. Hutzsch (1857-1927)[7] in 1891. During 
1940-60s, the historians had been ambivalent about 
the maritime expeditions carried out because of the 
inconsistency noted in the prasasti inscriptions While 
scholars like F. M Schnitger[8], R C. Majumdar{g}, O. 
W Woters[10], R. D Banerjee[11] H B Sarkar[12] 
Harprasad Ray[13], S. Knahnaswamy lyengar, | K 
Sarma[i4] T Vv. Sacasiva 
Pandarathar[15] established that the Cholas indeed 
cared out such expeditions, linking the Tamil 
inscriptions found in the SEA region, historians like K 
A Nilakanta Sastr and cthers had not been 
unequivocal Then, George W Spencer straight away 
dubbed the Prasasti / Meikirti cescnpticn of such 
alleged nautical narratives as simply poetic fantasy 
as the Cholas could not have fought any naval battles 
at all Thus his “tax-tribute-continuum” hypothesis has 
been carried out by others, who deny the oversea 
expedition of the Cholas. However, recent studies 
have again depended upon the Proposition that the 
Cholas had, in fact, carried out such voyages|16] 


The Pallava influence on SEA culture questioned 


The questioning of the Indian influence was coupled 
with the downplaying of the Pallava influence, 
particularly, when B. Ch. Chhabra published about the 
Pallava influence on SEA culture based on 
inscriptions found in that region in his thesis titled[17). 
“Expansion of Indo-Aryan Cutture during Paliava 
period’ appeared in the Joumal of Royal Asiatic 
Society of Bengal, Letters[18] in 1935 and later in the 
book form (1965). Not only Chhabra, but also other 
scholars mentioned about the strong Paliava influence 
on the sculptures and stone art of South-east Asian 
fegion[19] In fact, the Saiva faith found there was so 
syncretized with the Buddhism in their tantric pursuits, 
even the rulers had the title as *Swabuddha’ 


However, J D De Caspans criticized Chhabra as 
follows[20)] taking clue reportedly from WF 
Stutterheim[24] "it has however been noted that 
the title does not quite agree with the contents of this 
book, for no clear evidence of Pallava influence 
appears from the iNscriptions dealt with by Chhabra’ 
However, Chhabra in his "Preface’ pointed out 
that” the present thesis. to quote the lamented 
Dutch archaeologist Dr WF Stutterheim ‘is an 
important contnbution of Indonesia’ and adding "The 
pivotal theme of the thesis is Pallava influence, and 
that stands vindicated, in the opinion of the author, 
even by the additional evidence that has been made 
available subsequent to the time (1947) when this 
thesis was first Propounded (1934) Therefore, the 
bias against Indian scholars and denial of Indian 
influence on the SEA culture has been explicitly 
evident 


The tradition of Pallavas continued through the 
Cholas 


Shelas Incidentally, the prominent presence of the 
Pallavas through their art and architecture with the 
inscriptions prove that the maritime tradition of them 
continued through =the ~~ Cholas Incidentally, 
Satavahanas were also seafaring dynasty with fleets 
exhibited through their ship-type coins issued by 
them The two-mast ship-type coins have been issued 
by the Satavahanas and the Pallavas, but 
conspicuously absent among the Cholas_ |ronically, 
even of the Pallava “Ship-lype coins", some were 
missing from the collections, as has been recorded by 
Sit Walter Elhot[22} Therefore, the denial of the 
Pallava influence in spite of their clear inscriptional 
evidences found is intriguing 


Inscriptions not found In the Ganges region and 
SEA to prove that Rajendra had actually not gone 
there to conquer’ As pointed out above, one group of 
researchers and historians in general accepted the 
Rajendra’s conquest of Ganges and Kadaram based 
on the "Tanjore inscriptions’, while the others point out 
that inscriptions were not found in the regions of 
Ganges and SEA to prove that Rajendra had actually 
not gone there to conquer[23] But, in ‘written 
histories", not all kings or invaders have exactly 
planted inscriptions wherever they went to plunder or 
conquer or rule. In fact, many of them have not left 
their own or contemporary records, but have to be 
resurrected from the “fragmentary evidences” 
compiled from the “literary sources", that too compiled 
from 300 or 500 years after them and yet they are 
treated as “historical writings” to know the “historical 
facts’. Then, for finding a Gahadavala inscription on 
the walls of Gangaikonda Cholapuram, one can 
interpret that Gahadavalas defeated the Cholas, yet 
the Cholas kept them in their Capital town Temple, ie, 
the defeated to keep the souvenir of the victor! 


dicting view about _his_ai fleet _e 
ars Spencer objected on another ground that the 
Cholas could not have had enough troops and fleet to 


hin two or 
ch operations simultaneously wit 
ae peopel from Gangaikonda Cholapuram to 
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and back and also to guard their 

|| as control the occupied areas f 
a stl rretabe for Tilman Frasch[25) 7 
he King Rajendra | who directed the 
campeign against Sn Vyaya, dd sit One navy 
but made use of the ships (as well as fa up buikters) 
that were available along the Tamil coasts to transport 
wamiors to the ports on the other side of the Bay of 
Bengal The battles were then all fought on the lang 
not on the sea’ If that is the case, then Rajendra must 
have had good relationship with all the Kings ang 
Kingdoms on the east from Kanyakumari to Bengal to 
mobilize such fleet with equipped warriors willing to go 
aboard for fighting As ships were regularly moving 
from Kalinga and Vanga deshas / countries to SEA 
countries, Rajendra could have engaged their ships 
also The Pala influence in SEA could not be studied 
in isolation, when the Colas were having political 
felationship with them. Without crossing the Andhra 
and Kalinga, he could not have reached Vanga As 
the Mohammedan were making incursions in the 
north-west, the Kadambas were losing their control, 
the Cholas would have developed a strategy to stop 
their movement towards south 


Rajendra Chola reaching Ceylon and Burma was 


not denied The conquest of Ceylon by Rajendra has 
not been denied by the researching scholars and 
historians as other archeological evidences are 
available than the self-styled poetic inscriptions Even 
George Spencer has been enthusiastically accepting 
the "plunder" of Lanka as the Buddhist Mahavamasa 
supported i[26] As for as Burma is concerned, the 
Jayastamba / Victory Pillars — two octagonal made of 
granite were found at Pegu[27]/ Burma erected by 
Rajendra Chola were found to be missing in 1909 
Taw Sein Ko noted[28] about". a conspiracy of 
silence among native historians not to refer fo 
anything relating to the invasion of their country by 
South Indians or other foreigners’ He also added the 
opinion of Sir Arthur Phayre in this regard. Now they 
have been in the list of Protected monuments of 
Rajendra Chola reaching 
denied and how he could 


Ganges to SEA 


miss, his report was a stone pedestal f 
wales © email hill near the 44! mite stone 

tor star to Butterworth in Mala: 

fom © condition and excavated out 7; local pe 
yes Bersiong’s — fag-statf” me nople 
ce mpering one of the early Malay rulers Ps, 
emer” Wales dated it to 10! of 441m of 


3 centu 
on ivan also tried to show{33) thar’ is 


nust surely have been carveg 
al ie of the raid of the Chola King Reo? 
sought to Kedah nothing but Pestruction ai el 
plow from which little cily state fev 
eed’ implying thal Rajendra wag 'NVolved in 
exing Srivyaya to teach a lesson, and not eeged 
erring sculptures etc But, as the SUPer Structure 
ee Meng and it was Known as “flag-staff" it could 
teen a victory pillar erected by Rajendra Chola 
his conquest of Srivjaya Like the Pegu 
velory pulars, this pillar was also Missing with 
vcestal remaining there Similarly Wee ne 
F'aloy pilar erected by Rajaraja was mentioned, 
iv now, t is also missing[34) Therefore, the 
*ppe8r@nce of wctory pillars of Rajaraja’ and 
rgendia al these places and downplaying the 
nesea expedition of Rajendra appears to be 7 
ggematic attempt to suppress historical terls, 
weed of giving different interpretation 


we 
pave 
to mark 


From_where Rajendra_could have Started his 
verseas expedition? S K lyengar opined that the 
salen: against Kadaram started from the coast 
gion of Kalinga[35]. He adds that all Rajendra's 
records uniformly state that, having reached the 
rouh of the Ganges and subjugated Orissa, the 
cesea expedition set sail from there. As the 
Trwelangadu copper plates state that Rajendra 
euned to his capttal, after his Ganges campaign, K 
AN Sastry however criticized it pointing out that the 
cfeent campaigns of Rajendra had to be 
csgusted as the 12™year (1022) inscription 
sopped with the conquest of Ganges and the 
$ expedition was not mentioned before the 
(1024) and thus opined that the overseas 
ators must have taken place before 1022 CE 
"9 he remarked[36], "On Dr S. K. Aiyangars 
"ad o! interpretation, we shall have also to admit 
Reenda started against Ceylon from Malkhed 
theta of Chalukyas), an obviously impossible 
Plan’. However, RoC. Majumdar based on 
nal evidences that Rajendra attacked Sri 
"1017 CE itself He also argued the possibility 
ance between him and Suryavarman | of 
*22Mst Stivjaya. Based on the Prasat Ben 
by 1008 Jayaviravarman was expelled 
‘oda Hele, the two images found at Vieng 
“ome 88 proof as they are either literal 
“) # @tt or actual imports. But, such attack 
HEN Place before 1025 CE only. F. M. 
nig Specifically that it could have 
28 tn 4 based on the Lokanatha bronze, as 

Scription On the pedestal announces 


‘hat this image of bha 


102. tara Lokanatha was made in 

conus “of Reet Smith Surya coinciding wth the 
s anei by Raye ' 

ai ¥ Rajendra Chola(3) Rajaray 

nd Rajendra Chola acted ruthiess\y eee 


of K, 


inst the rulers 


¢ Cholas being subject to Sri 

in 
Sti Mara Ven E, Rajaraja — | gave permission to 
Sti Vyaya (pi Yung@ Varman, the Sailenda King of 


Port city of 
) Mplying that they were having good 


named "Ma Tuan-lin 


ajendra sent an expedition to 
request of the rulers of the 


Identification of and places and 
interpretation[39] Vogel simply confessed that it was 
not clear what Importance should be attached to the 
Chinese source quoted above (‘Ma Tuan-lin’ [40] 

Coedes/41] accepted thatas the Cola inscriptions 
exaggerate the sway of the Cola over Sri Vijaya, so 
the latter (the Salendras), in tum pretends to exercise 
iS sovereignty over the Colas’ But 
Gerini[42] accepted the Chinese account ie, the 
Cholas were vassals to Sri Vijaya Comparing with the 
“Malayan Annals’, Ronald Braddell[43] identified " Raja 
suran” with Rajendra — | after discussing the views of 
the above. R. O. Winstect also identified so[44] Here, 
the point is that the sojourn of Rajendra has been well 
recorded in the Malay Annals However, off late, the 
Rajendre's oversea expedition is interpreted as myth 


When the merchants could reach, the embassies 
pay tributes, why not the rulers? The continuous 
flow of the Chinese Buddhist pilgrims into India under 
the guise of "scripture gathering, relic hunting hace 
has not been denied. The Vihara built at Nagapal nan 
at the request of the Sri Vijaya / Sailendra Kings nas 
not been denied. The trade embassies ait 2 ° 
Cholas reaching the Chinese courts after t! ree 

has not only been denied but also repe: ea 
pita d to prove the Chinese domination e 
rebate and guilds going there and trading 
oe rts of goods have not been denied, peut 
te a understood from the ‘fragmentary 

ey 


33 


inscriptional evidences The mysterious death of the 
Chola ambassadors after leaving Quanzhou also not 
denied as the Chinese writings recorded it However 
when it is mentioned that the rulers of those people 
had gone there, that too, based on the same 
ptions, it is denied on many accounts This bias 
has to be noted in the context 


Conclusion The 


time expeditions and conquesis 
th India started with Rajaraja — | 
n he defeated the Lankan King 


@ ands of Maldives That he and his 
son © organized to carry out naval 
ex 1 the ports of eastern coastal areas of 
Cc to the Southeast Asian countries 
pro as ) of naval fleet in their 
K 


e their periods of reign However, if 
Sti inscnptions were to be 
Jon of the Andhra, Kalinga 
in mobilizing the fleet and warriors 
region had contacts with 
Thus during the material period, to protect 
ts of the Indian merchants, Rajendra could 
such confederacy Incidentally, H G 
vales pointed out more Pala influence on the 
architecture of Ceylon, Burma, Central Siam, 
and Sumatra during the 141”. 
ng with Meheyana Buddhism Thus, 
the Choles dominated them the Saivite 
sculptures and temples existed side by side with the 
Buddhist counterparts As for as the temples are 
ed, only the Indian Stapathis, sculptors and 
stone workers must heve been used, instead of 
imported the entire structure by parts in knocked down 
condition When the Sailendras were converted to 
Buddhism, the Hindu Gods were also changed and 
ov eid When Islamization started during the 14"- 
“centuries, most of the Hindu and Buddhist 
monuments were subjected to demolitionand that is 
why only broken mutilated and parts of icons, 
sculptures and figurines couki be noted now. 
However, the excavations carried out during the last 
70 years and the marine archaeological evidences 
ove the Indian connection only 
47D G E Hall (Ec ), Histories of South East Asia 
Historica! writings on ee n the Peoples of Asia) Oxtord 
y Press, London, 1961 The book has been a 
fies of papers presented in conferences held 
between 1956 and 1958 Incidentally, no paper of 
ingen scnclar was included for either not presented or 
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